take a long time to pursue an issue. I asked Dr Wilson if she had come across any information on anaesthesia in Papua New Guinea, but her extensive review of Australian medical literature had provided no clue.
Australian shipping agencies might provide a lead, so I contacted the archivist for Burns Philp What about the Missions? I knew there had been a number of churches involved from quite early on, including the London Missionary Society, Lutheran, Catholic, Methodist, Seventh Day Adventist and Anglican. Some of them had written histories and some had archives which were readily accessible.
While awaiting resource material, I decided to approach the period from 1847-1900 from another aspect-by seeking references to anaesthesia in books readily available to me. A search of my library reminded me that in the 1930s, Berkeley Vaughan had used ethyl chloride, ether and spinal anaesthesia at Kwato 2 . In the 1920s, Dorothy Booth amputated a toe after giving the patient a whisky, because she "had no anaesthetic, not even a local one, to administer to the sufferer, these valuable stores being expected by the next carriers". This was on the Bulolo goldfields 3 .
More general historical works commented on the explorations in Papua New Guinea of the Russian Dr Mickluoho Maclay, the Italians, Signor D'Albertis and Dr Beccari and the German Dr A. B. Meyer in the 1870s 4 . They would have known of the discovery of anaesthesia, as would have Moresby, but there is nothing to indicate that they took anaesthetic agents on their travels.
Replies from the Missions began to arrive, and a suggestion from the Seventh Day Adventist Church to read Ellen Kettle's book provided a new lead 5 Next came a lead to the Wesleyan Methodist Reverend George Brown, who had written his autobiography in 1908 8 By 1880 there was a general store in Port Moresby, the goldrush at Laloki had occurred, and a number of mission settlements had been established 9 . These included those of the London Missionary Society at Elevala near Port Moresby (1873) and the Methodist Mission at Port Hunter, Duke of York Islands (1875). A successful Catholic Mission was established at Vunapope in 1882, and a Lutheran mission near Finschafen in 1886 5 . Substantial mission activity had thus occurred before British and German claims to the island had been completed 10 .
The anaesthetic given on December 9, 1880 at Port Hunter, Duke of York Island, is introduced in Brown's autobiography as follows:
On Sunday December 5, Mrs. Danks was taken ill and we fully expected soon to welcome the advent of the second baby born in the Mission, . . . but on Tuesday the babe was still unborn. There was no medical man nearer than the settlement of the Marquis de Ray's colonists at Metlik, which was about a hundred and twenty miles away,-I sent away the whale-boat with a picked crew, with instructions to proceed at once to Metlik with a letter from me to Commander Le Prevost. The baby was born but the placenta was evidently retained, because Brown continues:
On Thursday-I knew well that the end must soon come unless help were given, but as this necessitated the administration of chloroform, I was very unwilling to do it on my own responsibility. Dr Goyan arrived that evening by return whaleboat from Metlik, and as I expected, he found it necessary to administer an anaesthetic, and then he successfully performed the necessary operation. George Brown added: … chloroform and ether are generally not found amongst a missionary's stores. Dr Goyan had not brought either of them with him and he was both surprised and thankful when I was able to supply him with those very necessary drugs. I have established that an anaesthetic was admini-stered by or with the assistance of the Reverend George Brown at Port Hunter, Duke of York Islands on December 9, 1880, probably for removal of a retained placenta. It may have been ether or chloroform, but was probably the latter.
But even this short foray into anaesthesia in Papua New Guinea has raised a number of issues. What nature of ship was John Wesley, where else did she sail, what stores did she carry? She was presumably not as grand as the George Brown (Figure 3 ), but to date a search of the Methodist mission archives in Australia has not enlightened me. To my disappointment neither ship is mentioned in Rhodes' history of shipping in the Pacific 11 nor in Mathew's fascinating tale of missionary ships 12 .
